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including intensive programs and adult and university programs.
Program variables such as subject matter, learner characteristics,
academic setting, and length and intensity of training are addressed.
Commonly used models for program evaluation are noted, such as
systems analysis, behavioral objectives, management analysis,
goal-free, art criticism, professional review, adversarial, and case
study. The features of these models are related to problems presented
by the ESL field. It is shown that, while all of these models can
contribute to ESL evaluation, each is inadequate by itself to fairly
evaluate ESL programs. A model for ESL program evaluation is
presented which is based on standards for educational evaluations
rather than on different kinds of evaluation approaches. This
composite model draws upon features of other models and provides a
mechanism for defining the evaluation problem and designing the
evaluation. (Author/RWw)
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Toward a Model for ESL Program Evaluation

Daniel L. Robertson

University of Illinois
Abstract

This paper begins with a discussion of the variables which are important
to the evaluation of a variety of ESL programs, such as intensive programs,
adult programs, and university programs. The variables include subject
matter, learner characteristics, academic setting, and length and intensity
of training, as well as factors common to educationgl programs in general.

The second part of the paper briefly describes the most commonly-used
models for educational evaluation, using the work of Stake {(1974) and House
(1980) as a guide. The models include systems analysis, behavioral objectives,
management analysis, goal-free, art criticism, professional review, adversarial,
and case study. The features of these models are related to problems presented
by the field of ESL, and it is shown that while all of the models have
something to offer the ESL evaluator, each is inadequate by itself for a fair
and just evaluation of ESL programs.

The final part of the paper presents a model for ESL program evaluation
which is based on standards for educational evaluations (Joint Committee on
Standards for Educational Evaluation, 1981) rather than on different kinds of
evaluation approaches. This shift of emphasis permits the use of methods
from several different mocdels, as long as they meet the requirements of
the standards. The specific standards which are incorporated into the model

are those which are most relevant to defining the evaluation problem and
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Toward a Model for ESL Program Evaluation®*

Although ESL testing has long been a productive area of research in
our field, there has been little published work in the area of program
evaluation. The evaluation of ESL programs has, for the most part, fallen
to ESL program administrétors, who have also often been held responsible
for the worth of their programs. The purpose of this paper is to enumerate
some of the variables that must be considered in ESL program evaluation;
briefly overview the major educational evaluation models, and propose a
standards-based model for ESL program evaluation.
The Variables

The first variable to be considered is that of the subject matter. ESL
courses often are categorizzed according to the use to which langquage is to be
put once it is learned. Thus we have categories such as survival English,
basic English, general English, conversational English, English for academic
purposes, English for special purposes, English for science and technology,
vocational English, technical English, business English and so on.

The second variable concerns the nature of the learners. Their age,
of course, is very important. Their experience with English, either in their
home country, another English speaking country, or the U.S. is an important
factor. Their native languages, native countries, and cultural backgrounds
must also be considered.

The academic setting of the learning is also very important. This setting
may be elementary or secondary and include bilingual components. It may be a
- community college, college, or university. The settings for vocational or
technical schools, commexrcial schools, business schools, or refugee centers

may have quite different characteristics.

* Revised version of a paper which appeared in TESL Studjies S5, 1982, and was
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The length and intensity of the training in English is another wvery
important variable. Intensive, semi-intensive, supplemental, bilingual
mainstream or maintenance programs would differ considerably in this regard.

There are many other variables which must be considered in tﬁé evaluation
of ESL programs, of course. These are common to educational programs in
general. They include budget, staff, curriculum, teaching materials and
equipment, physical plant, quality of instructional program, research,
location, climate, geography, and so on.

My purpose here is to note that ESL programs include variables which
reflect their diversity as well as their similarity to other educational
programs,

The Evaluation Models

In setting out to formalize the evaluation of programs which are so
diverse, it is appropriate to consult the approaches which have been developed
for the evaluation of educational programs in general, to see what features
they have which might be appropriately included in the evaluation methodology.

Systems Analysis (Rivlin, 1971; Rossi, Freeman, and Wright, 1979) The
systems analysis model is based on the idea that the way to find the truth is
through scientific methodology. The output measures are limited in number
and correlated with variables in program design. The model is designed for
efficiency, and takes the perspective of the policy makgr. Its weaknesses are
that it assumes that one can assess the worth of a program with a few test
scores from subjects in an educational experiment, that it fails to include
the attitudes and feelings of the participants, and that it often ralies on

opaque statistics to enlighten the audiences.




This model would be useful in ESL for a limited number of programs. It
would appeal to tightly-designed, limited-objective courses, where a satis-
factory gain in scores on one or two measures would satisfy the requirements
of the course. Since few ESL courses are so limited in scope, and since an
ESL program represents such a variety of cultural backgrounds and involves so
many interactions among diverse peoples, this model cannot alone satisfy the
requirements of a fair evaluation of ESL programs. It is a very credible model,
however, and the use of valid and reliable test scores lends obvious support
to less objective instruments and measures in representing the outcomes of
a program.

Behavioral Objectives (Tyler, 1950; Mager, 1962) The behavioral objectives
model depends upon the precise specification of measurable goals and domain-
referenced testing to demonstrate goal achievement. Like the systems analysis
approach, this goal-based approach assumes that the methods of science caé be
applied to educational programs. These approaches fail to consider the
interactions among people in the course of a program, as well as opger effects
which are not included in the specified goals.

This model would be particularly useful if it were incorporated into the
ESL program design at the inception of the program. By carefully specifying
all the goals of the program and designing tests and other measurement instru-
ments to measure progress toward these goals, the evaluator could monitor the
intended effects of the program more closely. The problem, of course, lies in
the specification of the goals of the ESL program and the construction of valid
tests of achievement. This type of evaluation component would be difficult to

apply from the outside to an ongoing program, because it would require the
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evaluator's work. The evaluator using this model must be coherent and persuasive,
ov his authority will be questioned, but he must be fair and just, or the use-
fulness and validity of his evaluation will be questioned, The audience for

this type of evaluation must be considered, especially if it jg lerge. A bag

experts in the field of ESL. It suggests the need for experts in ESL to con-
sider evaluation More seriously in order to illuminate some of the most im-
portant aspects of an ideal Program for a given setting. The subjective nature
of this model, however, would Prevent its being useq for the evaluation of most
ESL programs, because the values of the participants would be likely to differ
widely from those of the evaluator.

Professional Review (National Study of School Evaluation, 1978; Evaluative
Criteria) The Professional review model for educational evaluation depends
upon professionals for the criteria and standards to be applied. It provides a
holistic assessment of pProgranms, usually by first having the program staff com-

Plete a self-evaluation Checklist, then following up with a short visit by a

crisis situations or Preserving institutions, ang also results in self-aware-
Ness among program staff as a result of self-evaluation, There are also pProblenms,
however. 1t may be that professionals are less objective than they should be
when evaluating other professionals., Also, great differences often exist in

the criteria used ang their weightings, the visits of accreditation teams vary
considerably, and maintaining confidentiality is difficult, This model can be

quite effective if the procedures ang processes of the evaluation effort are

clearly specified at the outset.




Because this model provides the most versatile approach to widely diver-
gent programs, it can be of great use in evaluating ESL programs. In order to
accurately judge a program, one must understand it, and this model provides an
effective way to reach that understanding. Despite the qualitative and subjec-
tive nature of £his model and the drawbacks I have mentioned, it has much to
offer the ESL evaluator. When used in conjunction with other, more quantita-
tive approaches, it can provide a meaningful backdrop against which numbers
may be made more understandable.

It may be seen from this discussion that all cf the models have scmething
to offer the ESL evaluator, yet each is inadequate by itself for the evaluation
of ESL programs. Every program is unique, and a fair evaluation of that program
will require an evaluation model which is responsive to its characteristics.
The next part of this paper will Suggest a model for evaluation of ESL programs
which is based on standards for evaluations, rather than different kinds of
evaluation approaches. This shift of emphasis will permit the use of the

methods from several different models, as long as they meet the requirements

of the standards.

A Standards-Based Model

This model is based on standards which have been developed for the evalu-
ation of educational programs, projects, and materials. (Joint Committee on
Standards for Educational Evaluation, 1981). The standards fall into four
general categories: utility, feasibility, propriety, and accuracy. The spe-
cific standards which I have incorporated into this model are those which are
most relevant to defining the evaluation problem and designing the evaluation.
In the process of evaluating, of course, many of the other standards will be-

come applicable to any evaluation effort. My purpose here is to show how the

standards may be used as a model for the evaluation of an ESL program, and
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provide the prospective ESL evaluator with a basic guide to evaluating an
ESL program.

Audience identification is the essential first step in ESL program evalu-
ation. The audiences for any given evaluation may differ, of course. The
audiences may include the learners themselves, the ESL program staff, the
school staff, language educators, minority groups, and the public at large.
The identification of these groups is absolutely essential in determining
the scope and focus of the evaluation.

The program to be evaluated must be described in detail. The description
of the program should include all of those areas which have been mentioned
above as variables in ESL programs: (1) the area of ESL and the subject
.matter of the program should be clearly described; (2) the characteristics
of the learners, including age, experience with English, home country,
native language, and cultural backgrouﬁd should be investigated; (3) the
academic setting of the program, whether elementary,_secondary, post=-secondary,
or adult academic, technical, or vocational, should be clearly and completely
described; (4) the length and intensity of the program should be determined
and described in detail; and (5) other characteristics of the program, such
as staff qualifications, physical setting, and curricular goals, should be
described.

The context in which the program exists needs to be clearly set forth.
This would include a description of the social, political, economic, and
linguistic aspects of the environment, as well as a determination of how
well the program fits with its environment.

Once the audiences, the program, and the context have been clearly identi-
fied and described, questions must be formulated to focus the evaluation. It

is essential that these questions be responsive to the needs of the audiences.
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It is important in most cases to specify in writing the contract which
exists between client and evaluator, not only for the protection of those
involved, but also for the understanding of all parties of the plan for the
evaluation. 1In the formal contract, a number of different but related areas
need to be examined and described. The objectives of the evaluation and the
questions to be investigated need to be clearly stated. The procedures for
data collection and analysis should be specified. The reporting plan and
bias control measures need to be clearly described. Contributions of the
client, in both supplies and personnel support, should be mentioned. Guide-
lines for the plan of work, as well as for the amendment o termination of the
contract, should be clearly stated. The contract should include a budget for
the evaluation. It should also be examined for accordance to local, state,
and federal laws. Finally, after negotiation and agreement on its contents, it
should be signed and copies retained by the parties involved.

The validity of the information on which the evaluation is to be based
must be clearly established. The instruments and procedures should be checked
against the objectives and content of the program. Judgments regarding their
validity should be obtained from both participants in the program and outside
subject-matter experts. The reasons for selection of specific instruments and
procedures should be detailed, and the validity of all the instruments and
procedures should be established vis-a-vis the questions addressed in the
evaluation. Special attention should be given to new measurement instruments,
and possible misinterpretation of measures or scores should be pointed out.

The instruments chosen for data collection should have acceptable relia-
bility for the uses to which they are put. Methods of estimating reliability

should be appropriate and defensible. The effects of the setting and the




sample on the reliability of the info.mation should be recognized, and the
measurement techniques should be clearly described so that the audiences
may make their own judgments regarding reliability.

The quantitative information which is collected must be analyzed in
order to support the interpretations to be made. The analyses must be
systematic, and should proceed in this order: organize, summarize, interpret,
report. Independent sets of data should be collected and analyzed, and
potential weaknesses in the collection or analysis of the data should be
reported.

The qualitative information also must be analyzed in order to support the
interpretations to be made. Both the analysis procedure and the method of
summarization are important in this regard. Confirmatory ev’dence must be
sought. Not only should different types of information be gathered, but the
categories of information should be meaningful, internally consistent, and
mutually exclusive. Collection of qualitative information should be limited
when sources are exhausted or when extensive reqularity or redundancy of in-
formation is encountered. Potential weaknesses in the collection or analysis
of the data should be checked with the audiences of the evaluation.

The conclusions reached in an evaluation should be both defensible and
defended in the final evaluation report. The conclusions should be based on
sound logic and appropriate information. The conclusions should be defended
by an accounting of the procedures, information, and assumptions of the
evaluator. Possible alternative explanations should be discussed, as well
as the reasons for their rejection. Information which existed prior to the
evaluation should be used for support. The conclusions should be rslated
to the questions of the audiences, and the audiences should be advised on

the interpretation of equivocal findings.
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Because of the specification of the bases for value judgments, the
specification of purposes and procedures, and the formalization of the
ev~luation contract, the findings and reports should have adequate safe-
guards against bias. It is important, however, to seek out and report
possible sources of bias, as well as conflicging points of view regarding
the conclusions and recommendations. It is also important for the evaluator
to establish and maintain his independence throughout the evaluation effort.

Each of these steps provides an essential ingredient for the fair
evaluation of programs in ESL. Because of the nature of such programs,
the first three steps are particularly important. The other steps are as
necessary for ESL program evaluations as they are for any other educational
evaluations. By following these guidelines, it may be possible for the

evaluator to evaluate ESL programs effectively and fairly.
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